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Making Mail-In Voting Materials easy to use

Project Goal

● Help voters succeed in requesting and returning a mail-in ballot
● Reduce processing time and effort for election administrators by helping 

voters clarify intent

Guiding Principles

● Make it look easy to read
● Use simple, familiar words and simple sentences
● Create a linear path
● Support immediate action
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How we tested 
Procedure 

• Focus groups with 15 administrators from local election offices to understand pain 
points during the 2020 general election

• Rapid iterative testing and evaluation* where 30 participants filled out the mail-in 
ballot request form 

Locations
 
• University of Baltimore 
• Hyattsville election office
• Frederick, MD

30 Participants 
10 men
20 women

Participants by language
14 English-speaking
16 Spanish-speaking



Spanish language 
testing and layout
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Spanish testing

Ballots need to be usable for both English and Spanish-speaking voters. Cultural 
differences can also play a role in how instructions are understood. 

To make sure that the Spanish was not only “correct,” but also made sense for 
Spanish voters and helped them navigate the mail-in voting process successfully, 
we tested the translated materials for clarity and usability with participants of 
diverse ages and from a variety of countries (16 participants in Baltimore, 
Hyattsville, Frederick).

All translated documents and forms have also been checked by the SBE official 
translation vendor. 
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Formatting issues with Spanish translations

11/13/2021 Version

Text translated into Spanish typically 
requires more space than English 
versions.

In all materials, the format for the 
English and Spanish materials were 
adjusted to be visually equivalent, 
even though the Spanish text requires 
more space.

We prioritized keeping the font size 
consistent between languages. That 
meant decreasing the margins. As a 
last resort, we sometimes eliminated 
line breaks in the Spanish texts.

12/14/2021 Version
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Best practices for translated voting materials

For instructions and forms that 
require sustained attention and 
action, English and Spanish versions 
should be presented in separate 
sections, side by side (as seen on the 
right).

If the information is too long for a 
single sheet of paper, the two 
versions can be on separate pieces 
of paper (as seen on the previous 
page).
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Best practices for translated voting materials

For envelopes and other materials 
with “nuggets” of information that 
can be understood in small doses, 
interleaving English and Spanish 
works well and simplifies layout.

Interleaving also works for short 
“form” sections in conjunction with 
longer text sections that are 
side-by-side (as seen on the right).



Issues identified 
during the 2020 
General Election
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Pain points from the 2020 General Election
Requesting a ballot

Voters didn’t always provide the address where they were 
registered.

Voters submitted multiple requests—on paper or online. Every 
request had to be processed.

There are three main ways to receive the ballot; voters often 
chose more than one.

Voters who chose to receive their ballot “by email” then 
expected to return it by email; they were not prepared to print.
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Pain points from the 2020 General Election
Returning a ballot

Voters didn’t always sign the oath when they returned their 
ballot.

Election workers sometimes received voter ID confirmations too 
late for voter ballots to be counted.

Some voters misunderstood voting by mail; they treated their 
mail-in ballot as a “backup.” When these voters tried to vote in 
person, they were surprised at having to use a provisional ballot.



Changes to Mail-in Ballot 
instructions
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Before and After: Request instructions (overview)
- Simplified language and process
- Included logo to make it look more official (and match design of other forms)
- Increased visual hierarchy & white space
- Added QR codes to OLVR and track request status

12/14/2021 VersionOriginal Version
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What we changed - request process

We re-focused the text on 
the questions users found 
most urgent

We added a QR code to make 
it easier to get to the online 
form

We added white space and 
improved the visual hierarchy

We emphasized that if a voter 
requests a ballot and changes 
their mind, they will need to use a 
provisional ballot

Main problem: Voters submitted multiple requests–they didn’t know what to expect. 
Secondary problem: Voters thought they could still vote in person; surprised to vote provisional.
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What we changed - request process

We added white space and 
improved the visual hierarchy.

We clarified the text to 
explain that voters would 
receive a link to PRINT 
their ballot; they will not 
receive a ballot through 
email.

We added a QR code to help 
voters track their request for a 
mail-in ballot.

We separated the deadlines 
into two columns

Main problem: Voters did not expect to print their ballot if they selected “email” delivery.
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Request instructions - Spanish

12/15/2021 Version

The full-page monolingual Spanish 
version can be printed on the back 
of the English version. 



Changes to Mail-in 
Ballot Request Form
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Before and After: Request form as approved in July 2021
- Reorganized order of questions 
- Standardized font and size
- Increased white space and added visual cues for input

07/26/2021 VersionOriginal Version
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Changes to Request Form - July to November (2021)

07/26/2021 Version 12/06/2021 Version

Minor changes 
made between 
July and October
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What we changed - sections 1-3

Rewrote and tested 
language to focus on 
address where voter is 
registered

Added instruction line in 
main column

Added text explaining that voter must register 
with a party in order to vote in primary elections

Main problem: Election officials told us that voters sometimes use their current temporary 
address rather than the address where they are registered.

Re-focused section 1 on voter information, 
re-located DOB to this section

Pre-filled the “State” field with “MD”

Space to pre-print voter ID and 
barcode on all-state mailing

Added SBE logo

Added instruction line in 
main column
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What we changed - sections 4-5

Rewrote and tested 
explanatory language 
about option to 
self-print ballot

Added word and visual 
cues to help voters 
choose between 
options more 
successfully

Main problem: Local election officials must expend time and energy contacting voters when 
voters fill out too many options for voter delivery. 

Added language about 
permanent option; 
used bold to help signal 
differences between 
options

Moved address to help voters recognize 
when these fields are needed

Clarified language to focus on choosing to 
print a ballot from an emailed link
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Final solution for section 5
Main problem: Participants selected both delivery options. 
Secondary Problems: Participants filled out the same address as section 2 unnecessarily; ID 
information wasn’t always legible.

Clarified and created 
more separation 
between options 

Visual separation between 
address requirements.

Added boxes for DL 
and SSN
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What we changed - section 6-7

Used color to call out voter 
signature; used the same 
signature box style as the 
envelope (optimized for 
scanner technology); moved 
assistant signature below

Main problem: Voters sometimes forget to sign their application. 
Secondary problem: Election officials need contact information in order to resolve problems.

Created a new section dedicated to voter contact 
information
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Request form - Spanish

01/31/2022 Version

The full-page monolingual Spanish 
version can be printed on the back 
of the English version. 
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Request form - Interactive

01/26/2022 Version

All form fields include audio instructions 
for voters who are using screen reader 
technology.

Spanish language forms also have Spanish 
audio instructions.

The signature field cannot be completed 
on a computer. It must be printed out and 
signed in ink.

We created interactive versions of all 
forms so that they can be filled out on a 
computer and then be printed. (The 
blue highlights on the image to the right 
denote fillable fields).



Changes to Request 
Form Mailer

● Envelopes
● Contact Sheet
● “Dear Voter” Letter
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Request Outgoing and return envelopes - English 
(originals)

Both envelopes use 
purple color bars, 
making them hard to 
distinguish

Checklists and reminders 
are on the back of the 
envelopes
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Final Request Outgoing and return envelopes - Bilingual

QR code and short url allow 
voters to easily access online 
versions of materials. 
Processing time and errors are 
reduced when voters fill out 
forms online. 

Color bars help election 
administrators, USPS, and voters 
quickly identify the envelopes 
within a pile of other mail. Yellow is 
for the delivery envelope, purple to 
return.

Other minor text refinements 
were added as indicated by 
testing.

Checklist moved to front of 
envelope.

01/27/2022 Versions 
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Before and After: Contact sheet

Main change: Created bilingual version with white background for increased 
visual contrast

2020 Version 12/15/2021 Version 
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Request "Dear Voter" letter - English (before and after)

2020 Version 12/15/2021 Version 

Introduces the new permanent 
mail in list sign up option

Text condenscened using plain 
language and removing 
information that is covered in 
other places.

Added QR code to promote the 
online request system

SBE logo added to increase 
voter confidence
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Request "Dear Voter" letter - Spanish

The full-page monolingual Spanish 
version can be printed on the back 
of the English version. 

12/15/2021 Version 



Changes to Ballot 
Package

● Envelopes
● Ballot Instructions
● Ballot “ID” insert and mailer
● Ballot “Assistance” insert
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Final Ballot Outgoing envelope - Bilingual

01/31/2022 Version front and back

Major changes: Made format & text consistent; improved visual hierarchy and 
icon design, added color stripe to improve envelope recognition throughout the 
process. 
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Ballot return envelope (original)

Purple bar only 
appears on the 
front and isn’t 
visible on the top 
crease when 
envelopes are 
stacked together.

Only room for one 
language. Spanish 
oath came on an 
insert which led to 
confusion over 
where to sign

Text heavy 
backpage. Moved 
information to 
instructions sheet
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Final Ballot Return envelope - Bilingual

10/07/2021 Version all 4 panels

Main problem: Not all voters 
sign the oath.

Secondary problem: Voters 
sometimes return their ballot in 
someone else’s envelope

New format for signature line 
provides Spanish and English 
oath and is more successful at 
prompting signatures.

Privacy flap covers voter 
signature

Illustration and reminder about 
signature appear on the privacy 
flap directly above the signature 
line on the under page
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Final UOCAVA Ballot Return envelope - Bilingual

01/31/2022 Version all 4 panels

Brown color bar helps to visually 
differentiate UOCAVA envelopes 
from domestic envelopes

Voter’s oath font size reduced in 
order make it fit in the space
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Ballot instructions - English (original)

Removed redundant 
information: 
Instructions for 
completing ballot are 
on the ballot itself.

The “ID Required” 
information only 
applies to some 
voters. Moved to 
insert.

Moved crucial 
deadline to top 
of instructions

Information about 
receiving assistance 
to mark ballot only 
applies to some 
voters. Moved to an 
insert.

Main problem: Instructions confused some voters. Voters were particularly confused by 
instructions that did not apply to them. The excessive length of the instructions also 
intimidated some voters.

2020 Version



38 | MD mail-in voting materials

Final Ballot instructions - English

12/15/ 2021 Version

Instructions were simplified and revised to 
apply to all voters. Thus, we moved 
information that only applies to some voters 
onto separate pages (e.g. ID required, if you 
had assistance voting, etc).

Instructions have increased white space and 
improved visual hierarchy.

Images were revised to 
be more accurate. 

Purple text notes a line 
that should be deleted 
for primary elections (or 
in other cases when it 
doesn’t apply)
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Final Ballot instructions - Bilingual

12/15/2021 Version

Shorter instructions only require a half-page 
per language.

A single-set of illustrations provides more 
room for the Spanish text.

When this is sent to voters, it is folded with 
the Spanish outward. We added a 
prominent note in the top corner for 
English readers.



Two requests for ID 
information
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Group 1
Some voters have not yet been registered to vote. 

These voters need to send in ID information as soon 
as possible, in a separate envelope, in order to allow 
time for confirmation with the MVA and with Social 
Security (if needed). 

These voters could potentially be disenfranchised if 
they send in their ID information with their ballot, 
rather than sending it in advance.

These voters previously received an insert with their 
ballot package, but most did not respond with a 
separate envelope.

Solution: Request for MD Driver’s 
License or Social Security Number

Two groups of voters are asked to provide ID information
Group 2
Other voters have been registered to vote, but the 
registration process turned up a discrepancy with 
their driver’s license number or their social security 
number. These voters just need to confirm their 
identity by sending a photocopy of their ID.

These voters can include their ID information with 
their ballot.

Previously, these voters had “ID Required” printed 
on their ballot return envelopes; all voters were 
instructed to look for this notice on their envelopes 
and given instructions about how to respond. 
Voters were not always successful in following 
these instructions.

Solution: Request for copy of your ID
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Request for MD Driver’s License or Social Security 
Number (for Group 1) (original)

2020 Version
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Final Request for MD Driver’s License or Social Security 
Number - English

12/15/2021 Version, 2 Pages

Visual emphasis added to 
information about mailing 
separately

Form was turned into a self-mailer 
(voters don’t need to provide 
envelope) 

If possible, LBE address should be 
pre-printed

Otherwise, you will need to include 
an illustration to show where the 
voter can find the LBE address on 
the official ballot return envelope
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Final Request for MD Driver’s License or Social Security 
Number - Bilingual

11/22/2021 Version for PG County

Form language and 
layout were revised for 
clarity.

The form section is a 
single column with both 
English and Spanish 
labels for each field.

Instruction text is laid out 
side-by-side separated by a 
vertical line.
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Request for copy of your ID (for Group 2) (original)

For voters who were being asked to provide a copy of 
their ID along with their ballot, it was easy to miss 
the “ID Required” printed on their ballot return 
envelope, and so some did not provide the needed 
information.

Moreover, voters who saw these instructions but 
didn’t need them were potentially confused.

Excerpt from original version of the 
vote-by-mail instructions
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Final Request for copy of your ID - English
Title of the request makes it clear what voters 
are being asked to provide

Text moved from general instructions to 
become an insert provided only to voters who 
need it.

This way, only voters who need to see the 
instructions see them. Other voters are not 
confused.

Added a signature line. It isn’t necessary, but 
it helps draw attention to the page.

01/31/2022 Version
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Final Request for copy of your ID - Bilingual

11/22/2021 Version

Bilingual version: 
side-by-side instructions, 
single form section



Certificate of Person 
Assisting Voter
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Before and After: Certificate of Assistance - English 

2020 Version 12/15/2021 Version 
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Certificate of Assistance - English

Main problem: People fill out the form when it’s not 
needed.

New instructions add additional cues about who needs 
to use the form

Explicit cues about what to do 
“If someone helped you” 

OR

“If no one helped you”

Bold text calls out information in the 
assistant’s oath that the voter should 
be aware of
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Certificate of Assistance - Bilingual

11/22/2021 Version

Bilingual version uses side-by-side for 
instructions, shared single column for 
form section
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Ballot drop-off list - English (before and after)

12/15/2021 VersionOriginal - Montgomery County
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Ballot drop-off list - Bilingual (before and after)

Original - Montgomery County

12/15/2021 Version - Maryland



NEW: Permanent 
Mail-in Voter List 
Confirmation Letter
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Permanent mail-in list confirmation letter

12/15/2021 Version

Wrote and drafted a confirmation letter for when voters 
sign up for the new permanent mail-in ballot list. This 
letter will be sent to voters in advance of an upcoming 
election so that they can update their information as 
needed.

QR code directs voters to the online portal to update 
their information more quickly

Space provided for voters to write in any changes to 
their permanent mail-in list information

Voters have the option to take themselves off of the 
permanent mail-in list
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Email

Email version directs voters to the online 
voter services tool to make updates to 
their information
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Text
Dear Valentina Voter

Thank you for being a 
Maryland voter! You are on 
the Permanent Mail-In Ballot 
list. 

Your ballot will arrive 30-45 
days before each election. 

Check your residential and 
mailing address, ballot 
delivery method, political 
party, and ballot status online. 
Click here: 
vote.md.gov/search.

If any of your information 
changes, you can make 
changes online. Question? Call 
410-269-2840.

Text version directs voters to the online 
voter services tool to make updates to 
their information



Ballot tracking 
messages (email and 
text)
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Request received

The MD State Board of 
Elections will send you 
text messages with 
updates about your ballot. 
You will receive about 8 
texts over the next two 
months. 

Check the status of your 
request on 
vote.md.gov/search 

Dear Carlos Smith,

We processed your request for a mail-in ballot. 

Your ballot will arrive in the mail 30-45 days before the election.

Check the status of your mail-in ballot here.

If you want to change where we send your ballot, submit a new request 
with the new information

Twitter|Facebook|Instagram
The MD Board of Elections 
has processed your 
request for a mail-in 
ballot. Check the status of 
your request on 
vote.md.gov/search

We received your request for a mail-in ballot!
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Ballot on the way

The MD Board of Elections 
is getting ready to send 
your mail-in ballot. Your 
ballot will be sent 30-45 
days before the election. 
More info 
vote.md.gov/search

Dear Jun Smith,

Good news! We’re getting ready to send your ballot.

Next steps

1. Look for an envelope with a yellow stripe and the official election mail logo. 

It may take about a week for your ballot to arrive.  Once it’s in the mail, you can track your 
ballot here.

2. When you get it, mark your ballot and return it as soon as you can. 
3. Return your ballot:

a. By mail. Make sure that it’s postmarked by <Election Date>
b. At a ballot drop box in your county. Find the nearest drop box here.
c. In person. Take your ballot to your local board of elections’ office. Find the 

address here.

If you change your mind and you want to vote in person instead, you must complete a form to 
vote a provisional ballot. Provisional ballots are counted after the local board of elections 
confirms that the voter did not return another ballot.

If you have questions, click here to see answers to our most frequently asked questions about 
mail-in voting.

We’re getting your ballot ready!

https://elections.maryland.gov/voting/provisional_voting.html
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Voted ballot returned to LBE

Dear Henry Smith,

Your ballot was received by your local board of elections on 
%%SENTDATE%%. 

We expect to finish counting mail-in ballots on <Final canvass date for MD>. 
The exact date may vary by county. You can check the status of your ballot 
here.

While you wait:
● Share this digital “I voted sticker” on your social media pages. Use 

the hashtag #MDvotes <include image>
● Or visit this page to choose your own digital sticker.

If you have questions, click here to see answers to our most frequently 
asked questions about mail in voting.

We received your voted ballot!Your mail-in ballot was 
received. We expect to 
finish counting mail-in 
ballots on MM/DD/YY. 
Check the status of your 
ballot at 
vote.md.gov/search 
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Ballot counted

Dear Mel Smith,

Congratulations! Your ballot has been counted by your local board of 
elections.

You can see this information on our online voter look-up system. 

Thank you for voting! 

Your ballot has been counted!Congratulations! Your MD 
mail-in ballot has been 
counted by your local 
board of elections. Check 
the status of your ballot at 
vote.md.gov/search
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Additional proposed text messages
Request approved but ID 
required

Characters:  159

The MD Board of Elections could not verify your ID. You need to send a copy of your ID when you send back your 
mail-in ballot. More info vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

Ballot on the way (when they 
all start going out)

Characters:  146

Your MD mail-in ballot will be delivered soon. Look for an envelope with a blue stripe and an election mail logo. 
Questions? vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

1 week later or when ballots 
have arrived in homes

Characters:  154

Your MD mail-in ballot will arrive soon! Make sure you fill it out and return it before MM/DD/YY. There are 3 ways to 
return it. See vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

How to return ballot (could be 
triggered by someone typing 
RETURN or another 
auto-conversation queue)

Characters: 153

You have 3 ways to return your ballot:
- By mail (postmark by MM/DD/YY)
- At a ballot drop box (by 8pm)
- In person at your local board of elections’ office

http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
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3 days before the election (if 
ballot hasn’t been received by 
LBE yet)

Characters: 144

The deadline to return your MD mail-in ballot is in 3 days. Mail it so it is postmarked by MM/DD/YY. Or put it in a 
dropbox before 8pm on MM/DD.

Election Day (if ballot hasn’t 
been received by LBE yet)

Characters: 147

Today is the last day to return your MD mail-in ballot. Mail it. Or put it in a dropbox before 8pm. Find your closest 
dropbox vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

If an ID is required (could be 
sent every time another text 
goes out for those on the ID 
required list?)

Characters:  138

Remember to send a copy of your ID along with your MD mail-in ballot. You can put it in the same envelope. More 
info vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

Ballot not counted because of 
missing signature - can be 
cured

Characters: 157

Your signature was missing from your mail-in ballot. Go sign your ballot at your local election office so that it can 
count. More info: vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

Ballot not counted - can’t be 
cured

Characters:  122

We were unable to count your MD mail-in ballot because we could not verify your signature. More info 
vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22


URLs
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URLs

Source Temporary Bit.ly New vote.md.gov short links

Voter lookup bit.ly/StatusSearch vote.md.gov/search 

2022 page bit.ly/MDvotes22 vote.md.gov/MDvotes22

Provisional voting none vote.md.gov/ProvisionalVote

LBE list bit.ly/LBElist vote.md.gov/LBElist

Designation of agent form - Spanish bit.ly/AgentSpanish vote.md.gov/AgentSpanish

Designation of agent form - English bit.ly/MDagent vote.md.gov/MDagent

Voter registration and mail-in ballot olvr bit.ly/NeedBallot vote.md.gov/VoterSvcs

Mail-in ballot request bit.ly/NeedBallot vote.md.gov/NeedBallot

Main problem: current URLs are too long. Voters can easily mistype them or not pay attention. 
We strongly recommend adopting shorter urls. As a temporary measure, SBE made bit.ly links 
with custom endings which were used for the PG Special election and the request form mailing 
in early 2022. Moving forward, there are new vote.md.gov short links. We recommend that the 
SBE compile an expanded list of short links and send them to GOTV organizations to help with 
consistent messaging, as well as use these in social media and other voter education materials.

http://bit.ly/StatusSearch
http://bit.ly/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/MDvotes22
http://vote.md.gov/ProvisionalVote
http://bit.ly/LBElist
http://vote.md.gov/LBElist
http://bit.ly/AgentSpanish
http://vote.md.gov/agentSpanish
http://bit.ly/MDagent
http://vote.md.gov/MDagent
http://bit.ly/NeedBallot
http://vote.md.gov/VoterSvcs
http://bit.ly/NeedBallot
http://vote.md.gov/NeedBallot


Mail-in Voting page on 
Website
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Current Mail-in Voting page on the website

Deadlines and other 
critical information is 
not immediately 
visible

No visual queue to 
show if the 
accordion is open 
or closed

Single list of 
questions instead of 
grouped into related 
categories
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Proposed changes to the webpage

Reorganize the page to create groupings around a 
limited number of main questions

Add buttons to the top of the page to allow 
voters to jump quickly to portion of the page that 
is most relevant to them

Add the deadlines to the top of the page so 
that voters can find them immediately
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Proposed changes to the webpage

Make the page easier to scan by changing how 
accordions are used. 

Instead of hiding all of the page’s text inside of 
accordions, place information that everyone 
needs outside of the accordions. 

Then, use accordions to allow voters to quickly 
scan through a list of options. They can expand 
the ones that seem relevant, and easily skip the 
ones that they aren't interested in.
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Proposed changes to the webpage

Add arrows or carrots to the accordion buttons 
to show when they are open or closed 

Make the background color of the accordion 
boxes a lighter grey to increase contrast
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Proposed changes to the webpage

Use plain language to condense text. (Simplify and shorten sentences, use bullet points, etc.)

● Write short sentences with one idea per sentence
● Use short, simple everyday words
● Write in active voice
● Be positive. Tell voters what to do rather than what not to do.
● Use bullets or numbered lists

For more best practices on plain 
language, see the Center for Civic 
Design’s Field Guides to Ensuring 
Voter Intent Vol. 2 Writing 
instructions voters understand



Conclusion
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Further recommendations
Based on our work updating vote by mail materials, we have identified a list of 
recommendations to keep in mind when updating other voter facing materials 
including forms:
● Build trust and recognizability by consistent visual details including a logo in the 

header and using consistent fonts
● Put bilingual translations side-by-side whenever possible so that bilingual voters 

can easily refer to instructions in both languages
● Use short urls that include .gov to make it easy for voters to correctly type in url
● Always test new materials in all languages that the materials will be provided in
● Rename forms and other materials so that the name clearly communicated the 

purpose of the form in plain language



For more information:

Kathryn Summers, ksummers@ubalt.edu

Tasmin Swanson, tasmin@civicdesign.org

Sean Isamu Johnson, sean@civicdesign.org


